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1. Background
Trax on the Trail is an online research project that tracks, catalogues, and analyzes the soundscapes 
of U.S. presidential campaigns. Founded at Georgia College in 2015, Trax on the Trail brings 
together a team of experts from the fields of musicology, ethnomusicology, political science, history, 
sociology, and communications, along with student researchers. Trax on the Trail educates the 
public through accessible essays, interviews, and podcasts with the goal of fostering a more critical 
ear among the general public. Using the research tools developed by collaborators, our team 
conducts research and regularly presents their findings in scholarly publications, such as Music & 
Politics, the Journal of Popular Music Studies, and American Music, and at conferences organized 
by the American Musicological Society, the Society for American Music, and the International 
Association for the Study of Popular Music. Trax on the Trail has presented lectures and workshops 
in libraries and classrooms across the country, and our website features various accessible resources 
for educators looking to incorporate campaign music into their curricula. A project standing on the 
vanguard of research in music and politics, Trax on the Trail has been cited by media outlets such as 
the BBC, the Boston Herald, Slate, Pacific Standard, and the Atlanta Business Chronicle.
The cornerstone of the Trax on the Trail website is Trail Trax 2020, a database where our team 
tracks and catalogues music on the campaign trail. With over 8000 entries, this database allows the 
user to track candidate music strategies as well as musical responses to candidates generated by the 
public. Trail Trax 2020 includes sophisticated GIS mapping and timeline functions. Embedded links 
in each individual record allow media on Spotify, YouTube, or SoundCloud to be accessed from each 
entry’s main page. Multiple search filters make for fast and fluid engagement with the data.
2. Overview
What is campaign music?
For Trax on the Trail’s purposes, we define “campaign music” as any type of music 
(vocal or instrumental, preexisting or newly composed) that is used in association 
with a presidential campaign. Campaign music can be created or disseminated by 
the official campaign, celebrity endorsers, political organizations, parties, or the 
public. 
What types of music does Trax on the Trail catalogue?
•Mock or parody advertisement (videos created by a person or group unaffiliated 
with the campaign, intended to mimic visual and aural rhetoric of their official 
counterparts)
•Newly composed song (a song created for a specific candidate or party)
•Parody song (new, candidate-specific text, set to a preexisting tune)
•Preexisting song (unaltered pop song, typically used at campaign rallies)
•Underscore (background music, often instrumental and usually used in campaign 
advertisements)
•Songify (a remix of a candidate’s speech used to create a new composition)
3. Data Collection
1. Using search tools such as Hootsuite and Google Alerts, student    
researchers locate music media and catalogue it in a holding grid (Fig. 
1). Campaign music is typically found on video-sharing sites such as 
YouTube, social media platforms such as Twitter and Instagram, and 
music streaming sites such as Spotify. 
2. Once an entry is created in the holding grid, it is tagged according 





• Title of media
• Type of media
• Type of music
• Address/city/state (rallies and fundraisers only)
• Date 
• Social media link
3. After each entry is reviewed and approved in the holding grid, it is        
entered entered into the Trail Trax Database and made accessible to end-users    
(                  (Fig. 2). 
4. Trail Trax as Research Tool
End-users can select filters (Fig. 3) that allow them to pinpoint specific data within the database 
and generate a report with the relevant raw data (Fig. 2). The research team has used the database 
to respond to the following research questions:
1. Historically, Democratic candidates have sought endorsements of rap artists and have 
sometimes used rap music at their campaign rallies at least since 2008. Republican candidates 
rarely do the same. Campaign rally music aside, one of the phenomena that Trax on the Trail 
investigates is the creation of candidate-inspired music on sites such as YouTube (i.e., newly 
composed songs). How does rap weigh in here? Are supporters of Democratic candidates more 
likely to gravitate towards rap when creating their own candidate-inspired music?
The number of rap tracks composed by supporters and critics of Republican and Democratic 
candidates appear to be about equal; however, the thematic content differs on each side. Rap 
tracks composed for Democratic candidates were found to be mostly pro-candidate, while rap 
tracks for Republican candidates tended to be anti-candidate. The Democratic Party might be 
more inclined to use rap tracks in live contexts, but when it comes to the online environment it 
would seem both sides embrace the genre whether it be to praise or denigrate a candidate (Fig. 4). 
5. Conclusion
Conducted by a skilled interdisciplinary team, our research is applicable to various fields of study 
and educational contexts. In the 9-12 music classroom, our research and accessible resources guide 
educators who are interested in incorporating campaign music and current events into their 
curriculum. Georgia Performance Standards 7-9 (evaluating and understanding music in relation to 
other arts, culture, and history) and the “Connecting” section of the Georgia Standards of Excellence 
(synthesizing and relating music to personal experiences and societal, cultural, and historical 
contexts) can be particularly difficult to address outside of normal performance preparation. Our 
resources allow music educators to address these standards while applying current events to music 
in relatable ways for students. At the university level, courses such as “Politics and Society” or 
“Sociology of Music” provide opportunities for educators to connect music to other disciplines, 
including government, cultural studies, and foreign relations, with a focus on the ways popular 
culture both shapes and reflects the electoral process. For journalists looking to report on a 
campaign, our database makes it possible to track the evolution of a candidates’ selection of music 
on the campaign trail. Trax on the Trail’s research serves to encourage the critical understanding of 
campaign music for the general public and facilitates further research and academic development 
for scholars and educators.
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2. In recent months, the Covid-19 pandemic has caused massive shifts 
in how people communicate and how information is transmitted. 
States in the U.S. have implemented “shelter in place” orders in efforts 
to prohibit large gatherings, including presidential campaign rallies. 
Because of the widespread news coverage of this pandemic, the general 
public’s attention has been taken away from the 2020 elections, and 
voters are left wondering how voting may be affected in the primary 
and general elections. Have the social and economic shifts caused by 
the Covid-19 pandemic affected the ways U.S. presidential candidates
campaign and have these shifts directly impacted the candidates’ 
campaign music strategies?
To establish the impact of this shift on music strategies, a date was 
first selected to act as the “turning point” in defining social and 
economic shifts precipitated by Covid-19. The date ranges selected 
were from 12/31/19 to 2/28/20 and 2/29/20 to 4/13/20. December 
31, 2019 saw the influx of pneumonia-like cases in Wuhan, and 
February 28, 2020 witnessed the first Covid-related death in the U.S. 
and Pres. Trump’s announcement on further travel bans. Bernie 
Sanders held the most rallies between these two  date ranges. Leaning 
towards indie pop & rock/folk/60s-era music, Sanders moved his 
rallies to a digital format. Sanders’ first online rally streamed live on 
March 16, 2020 and featured live musical performances. Establishing 
a sense of normalcy in the midst of social and economic upheaval, 
Sanders’ music selections stayed the same thematically and stylistically 
when switching to a digital format (Fig. 5). 
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